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Key Questions and Types of Input Sought:
Question 4. Is comprehensive sexuality education taught in schools?

Recommendations by The Institute for Research & Evaluation
We do not recommend the implementation of Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) programs in school classrooms, based on the lack of evidence of CSE effectiveness and the number of negative CSE effects.  Programs that teach abstinence should be studied in the search for effective solutions to help teens avoid sexual activity.

Research Summary 
Using scientifically derived criteria to define effectiveness, a recently published global research review of some of the best and most current studies of school-based sex education found very little evidence of effectiveness for Comprehensive Sexuality Education programs in school classrooms (only 6 out of 103 studies).1  The same review found a concerning amount of negative or harmful CSE impact (1 in 6 studies showed an increase in teen sexual risk behavior, STDs or pregnancy).  The evidence for Abstinence Education in U.S. schools appeared somewhat better than for CSE.1  

Research Methods
The review examined the results of 103 outcome studies of school-based comprehensive sexuality education, studies that had been vetted for adequate scientific rigor by at least one of three authoritative agencies: the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization,2 the U.S. federal Teen Pregnancy Prevention Program,3 or the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.4  This database included 60 U.S. studies and 43 non-U.S. studies of school-based CSE, spanning 1990 to 2018.  Also included were 17 studies of Abstinence Education (programs that do not teach or promote condom/contraceptive use) in U.S. schools (the non-U.S. data did not contain enough studies of true abstinence programs for analysis).  The researchers evaluated these studies using criteria for effectiveness grounded in the science of prevention research:5 sustained improvement (at least 12 months post-program), on a key protective indicator (abstinence, condom use—especially consistent use, pregnancy, or STDs), for the main (targeted) teenage population, and without negative/harmful program effects also occurring.

Research Findings
1. Comprehensive Sex Education showed little evidence of effectiveness in schools worldwide: only 6 out of 103 CSE studies met the above, scientifically derived criteria for effectiveness.1  And this included two studies where a less rigorous condom use outcome was employed (frequent or recent use).  Out of 103 studies, none of the CSE programs demonstrated effectiveness at increasing consistent condom use. 
2. There appeared to be more evidence of harmful impact (17 studies) than effectiveness (6 studies) for CSE programs in schools (p<.02).  Approximately 17% or 1 in 6 studies found harmful CSE impact (an increase in sexual risk behavior, STDs, or pregnancy for CSE program participants).1
3. The evidence for Abstinence Education (AE) appeared better than for CSE in U.S. schools: 7 out of 17 AE studies showed effectiveness compared to 3 out of 60 CSE studies, 1 out of 17 AE studies found harmful impact versus 8 out of 60 CSE studies.1

Table 1. Impact of Sexuality Education in Schools: Effectiveness versus Harm1
	
	CSE
U.S &
Non-U.S.
(103 studies)
	CSE
Non-U.S.
(43 studies)
	CSE 
in U.S.  
(60 studies)
	Abstinence Education
in U.S.
(17 studies)

	EVIDENCE of EFFECTIVENESSa 
A protective effect either on teen abstinence, condom use, pregnancy, or STDs:
· for the target population (not just a subgroup),
· lasting at least 12 months after the program,
· without negative program effects also occurring
	6 out of
103 studies
	3 out of
43 studies
	3 out of
60 studies
	7 out of
17 studies

	EVIDENCE of HARMFUL IMPACT  
Increased sexual risk behavior, pregnancy, or STDs: 
· short- or long-term, 
· for the full target population or a major subgroup.

	17 out of 
103 studiesb
	9 out of
43 studies
	8 out of 
60 studiesb
	1 out of 
17 studies


a Credible criteria for effectiveness derived from the science of program effectiveness and prevention research.5
bA negative program impact found in one of the U.S. studies was added to Tables 1 & 2 after the review was published.



Table 2.  Rate of Harmful Impact by Comprehensive Sexuality Education in Schools1

	
	Studies of School-Based Sexuality Education

	 
	School-Based
Comprehensive Sexuality Education
(103 studies)
	Abstinence
Education
(17 Studies)


	Negative/Harmful Effects (includes short-term and/or subgroup effects) 
	U.S. & Non-U.S.
103 studies
	Non-U.S.
43 studies
	Africa
29 studies
(Subset of non-U.S.)
	U.S.
60 studies
	U.S.
17 studies

	Increased Pregnancy
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0

	Increased STDs
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0

	Increased Sexual Activity 
	10
	5
	3
	5
	0

	Decreased Condom Use 
	4
	1
	1
	3
	0

	Increased Oral Sex
	2
	0
	0
	2
	0

	Increased #Sex Partners
	3
	2
	2
	1
	1

	Increased Coerced Sex
	2
	2
	2
	0
	0

	Increased Paid Sex
	2
	2
	2
	0
	0

	Total #Negative Effects
	25
	13
	11
	12
	1

	Net #Studies finding Negative Effects (Some programs had more than one harmful impact)
	17 studiesa
17%
	9 studies
21%
	7 studies
24%
	8 studiesa
13%
	1 study
6%


aA negative program impact found in one of the U.S. studies in the review was added to Tables 1 & 2 after the review was published.
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________
The Institute for Research and Evaluation (IRE) is a nonprofit research organization noted for its work evaluating sex education programs over the past 25 years.  IRE has conducted program evaluations for federal Title V, CBAE, and Title XX projects in 30 states, and has evaluated sex education in three foreign countries, in total collecting data from more than 900,000 teens, and conducting over 100 evaluation studies.  IRE staff members have published articles in professional journals and presented at professional conferences and workshops.  Irene H. Ericksen, Senior Research Associate, was invited to serve as one of 6 national consultants to the CDC-supported Community Preventive Services Task Force meta-analysis on sex education effectiveness and as a secondary author for the published study (2012), has been an invited presenter at the National Academies of Sciences (2019) and U.S. Department of Health & Human Services (2020), and is an Honorary Fellow of the American College of Pediatricians (2020).  Dr. Stan E. Weed, Founder and Director of IRE, has served as a national consultant for federal Title XX and CBAE projects, and was a charter member of the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy (now, Power to Decide).  He has been invited to provide expert testimony about sex education to state legislative bodies, the U.S. Senate, the U.S. House of Representatives, and the White House.
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